This study aimed to analyse the effects of running velocity on spatiotemporal parameters and step variability in amateur endurance runners, according to sex. A group of 51 males and 46 females performed an incremental running test on a treadmill (10-16 km/h). Spatiotemporal parameters (contact and flight time, step length, step frequency and step angle [CT, FT, SL, SF, SA]) and step variability, in terms of within-participant standard deviation (SD), were recorded through the OptoGait System. The ANOVA showed significant differences in the magnitude of the spatiotemporal parameters as running velocity increased (p < 0.001). It also revealed significant differences in step variability (p < 0.005) over the entire running protocol. Between-sex differences in CT, SL, were found. Differences were also found in step variability at high velocities (15-16 km/h), with males showing a greater SD than females. In conclusion, increasing running velocity makes CT shorter, FT and SL longer, and SF and SA greater in amateur endurance runners, changing step variability, regardless of sex. Additionally, some between-sex differences were found in spatiotemporal parameters and step variability.
Introduction
The influence of running velocity on spatiotemporal gait characteristics has been previously examined in the literature (Brughelli et al., 2010; Ogueta-Alday et al., 2014; Padulo et al., 2012; Roche-Seruendo et al., 2018) . The overall decrease in the contact time (CT) and the increase in flight time (FT), step length (SL), and step frequency (SF) with increasing running speed have been previously shown (Brughelli et al., 2010; Ogueta-Alday et al., 2014; Padulo et al., 2012; Roche-Seruendo et al., 2018) . However, new devices for examining running biomechanics have arisen (e.g., OptoGait™ system) facilitating the assessment of new parameters, e.g., step angle [SA] (Santos-Concejero et al., 2014) and step variability (García-Pinillos et al., 2018a) . Moreover, there is limited evidence about the dynamics of these parameters in amateur endurance runners as running velocity increases, especially regarding the interpretation of these parameters.
According to a previous study (Santos-Journal of Human Kinetics -volume 72/2020 http://www.johk.pl Concejero et al., 2014) , the SA is an easily obtainable measure during running, allowing an indirect biomechanical assessment of the flight phase and vertical ground contact forces. In order to support that statement, it has been shown that less economical runners exhibit greater total and net vertical impulses, indicating wasteful vertical motion (Heise and Martin, 2001) , which has been strongly associated with a greater SA (Santos-Concejero et al., 2014) . Some previous studies have investigated the SA during running and its adaptations to changes in slope gradients (García-Pinillos et al., 2018b) or different percentages of body weight support (Roche-Seruendo et al., 2017) , but no studies have considered the effect of running velocity on the SA. Not only may the magnitude of the aforementioned spatiotemporal parameters be important, but also its variability.
Step variability provides a description of the amount of variability in the time series, and alterations are generally considered evidence for changes in the stability of the coordination pattern (Jordan et al., 2009 ). Some studies have suggested a relationship between step variability and both injuries (Hamill et al., 2012; Meardon et al., 2011) and endurance performance (Nakayama et al., 2010) . Despite the importance of step variability during running, the evidence about potential influencing factors such as running velocity is quite limited (García-Pinillos et al., 2018a) . A previous study (García-Pinillos et al., 2018a) described the step variability during running at different submaximal velocities (i.e., 10, 12, 14 and 16 km/h), although did not assess the impact of running velocity on the magnitude of step variability.
Additionally, since some between-sex differences are generally observed in body size and proportions, and body structure has been associated to spatiotemporal characteristics during running (Kong and de Heer, 2008; Roche-Seruendo et al., 2019) , it seems that sex might be an influencing factor for the spatiotemporal adaptations during running with increased velocity. Nevertheless, no previous studies have described spatiotemporal differences between sexes in endurance runners.
Considering the lack of information about the dynamics of the SA and step variability with increasing running velocity according to sex, the aim of this research was twofold: (i) to determine the effects of running velocity on spatiotemporal parameters and step variability in amateur endurance runners; and (ii) to determine the sex influence on those spatiotemporal adaptations experienced during an incremental running test.
Methods
Endurance runners performed an incremental running test. An analysis of spatiotemporal gait characteristics and step variability (in terms of within-participant standard deviation [SD]) over the entire protocol was conducted, as also with the aim to determine the influence of sex on those adaptations. A unilateral crossover design was used, with all athletes performing the same protocol under the same conditions.
Participants
Amateur endurance runners (51 males, 46 females; age: 27 ± 8 years; age range: 18 -40 years; body height: 172 ± 9 cm; body mass: 66 ± 10 kg), able to run 10-km in less than 45 minutes (42.1 ± 1.8 min), participated in this study. Participants met the inclusion criteria: (i) ≥18 years old; (ii) recreationally active (3-4 running sessions per week, at least once on a treadmill); (iii) have not suffered from any injury within the last 6 months before data collection. After receiving detailed information on the objectives and procedures of the study, each participant signed an informed consent form, which complied with the ethical standards of the World Medical Association's Declaration of Helsinki (2013); it was made clear that participants were free to withdraw from the study at any moment. The University of San Jorge ethics committee approved the study.
Procedures
Before the running protocol, participants performed a warm-up, with 5 min of continuous running and 5 min of active joint mobilization and dynamic stretching. Then, participants performed an incremental running test protocol on a treadmill (Salter M-835, Salter Int., Barcelona, Spain). The running protocol was preceded by an adaptation period of 10 min at a steady pace of 10 km/h. Participants were familiar with running on a treadmill, although previous studies (Lavcanska et al., 2005) on human locomotion have shown that accommodation to running on a treadmill occurs within 6-8 min. The running test started at 10 km/h and running speed was increased 1 km/h © Editorial Committee of Journal of Human Kinetics every 20 s (10 s acclimatization period: 10 s recording period), finishing at 16 km/h. Participants, therefore, completed an incremental test with 7 different running velocities (10-16 km/h). The short duration of each running speed aimed to minimize the effect of fatigue on running kinematics and allowed participants to complete the test at running speeds at which amateur runners usually trained. This protocol was previously used by Roche-Seruendo et al. (2018) . Participants verbally reported feeling comfortable while running on the treadmill at the set speeds.
Materials and testing
i) Anthropometry. For descriptive purposes, body height (cm) and body mass (kg) were determined using a precision stadiometer and mechanical scale (SECA 222 and 634, respectively, SECA Corp., Hamburg, Germany). All measurements were taken with participants wearing underwear.
ii) Spatiotemporal parameters. The measurements were performed with the OptoGait system (Optogait; Microgate, Bolzano, Italy), which was previously validated for the assessment of gait spatiotemporal parameters of young adults, reporting a high correlation with all spatiotemporal parameters via intra-class correlation coefficients (0.8-1.0), coefficients of variation (1.7-4.1%), standard error of measurement (2.2-6.0%), and minimum detectable change (6.0-16.5%) (Lee et al., 2014) . The two parallel bars of the device system were placed on the side edges of the treadmill at the same level as the contact surface. This device was connected to a computer controlled by the responsible researcher. Data were recorded and averaged for the subsequent analyses. In accordance with the findings from a previous study (Brown et al., 2014) , limb dominance was not taken into account. Spatiotemporal parameters were measured for every step during the treadmill protocol as follows: toe-off to initial ground contact of consecutive footfalls (i.e., right-left).
-Step length (SL, in meters [m]): length the treadmill belt moved from toe-off to initial ground contact in successive steps. Based on the anthropometric differences between sexes and similar to previous studies (Alexander, 1984) , the SL was normalized according to leg length (SLnormalized).
-Step frequency (SF, in steps per minute [spm] ): the number of ground contact events per minute.
-Step angle (SA, in degrees [º]): the angle of the parabolic tangent deriving from the SL and the height during FT. The determination of SL is described above, and the maximal height of the foot during a stride was calculated by the Optogait system (Santos-Concejero et al., 2014) . iii)
Step variability.
Step variability was assessed for each spatiotemporal parameter as previously suggested (Nakayama et al., 2010) , through the within-participant standard deviation (SD).
Step variability was examined over the entire recording period (10 s) at every velocity tested (10-16 km/h). As indicated by previous studies (Belli et al., 1995; García-Pinillos et al., 2018a) , the number of steps analysed over the recording period (10 s) was ~30 spm, which seems to be the minimum number of steps required to accurately estimate spatial and temporal step variability of subjects running on a treadmill at submaximal intensities.
Statistical Analysis
Descriptive statistics are presented as mean and SD. The normal distribution of data and homogeneity of variances were confirmed through the Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Levene´s tests, respectively (p > 0.05). A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to compare the group's characteristics according to sex. A repeated measures ANOVA (sex*measurements), with the Bonferroni post-hoc test, was used to determine the effects of running velocity on spatiotemporal parameters in both sex groups. Repeated measures ANOVA was also conducted to determine whether changes in running velocity caused alterations in step variability (i.e., SD) for each spatiotemporal parameter in both sex groups. Delta (∆) was calculated in terms of spatiotemporal changes (in %) associated to running velocity increases. The magnitude of the differences between values was interpreted using the Cohen's d effect size (ES) (between-group differences) (Cohen, 1988) . Effect sizes are reported as: trivial (<0.2), small (0.2-0.49), medium Journal of Human Kinetics -volume 72/2020 http://www.johk.pl (0.5-0.79), and large (≥0.8) (Cohen, 1988) . Data analysis was performed using SPSS (version 21, SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA), and the level of significance was set at p < 0.05. Table 1 shows the characteristics of participants according to sex. No between-sex differences were found in age or leg length (p ≥ 0.05), but significant differences were found in body height, body mass, and the BMI (p < 0.001).
Results
The ANOVAs showed significant differences in the spatiotemporal parameters as running velocity increased (10-16 km/h) ( Table 2 ). The CT decreased (p < 0.001), whereas FT, SL, SLnormalized, SF and SA increased (p < 0.001) with increasing running velocity. Bonferroni pairwise comparison reported significant differences in each parameter with each increase in velocity, regardless of sex. Regarding the sex comparison, females showed shorter CT than males at every velocity (10-16 km/h, p < 0.05, ES = 0.46-0.67). Additionally, at velocities ≥ 14 km/h, females showed shorter SL (p < 0.05, ES = 0.48-0.79), SLnormalized (p < 0.05, ES = 0.40-0.62), and higher SF (p < 0.05, ES = 0.47-0.79). No between-sex differences were found in the SA (p ≥ .05, ES < 0.314) nor in FT (p ≥ 0.05, ES < 0.354). Figure 1 illustrates the relative change (%) in spatiotemporal parameters at each running velocity.
The ANOVAs conducted on the withinparticipants SD (step variability, Table 3 ) revealed significant differences for CT (p < 0.001), FT (p < 0.001), SL (p = 0.026), SLnormalized (p = 0.011) and SA (p < 0.001) over the incremental running protocol;
whereas no significant differences were found in SF (p = 0.38). Regardless of sex, the Bonferroni pairwise comparison reported significant differences in each parameter. Males showed greater step variability than females at 15-16 km/h, with no sex differences at 10-14 km/h (p ≥ 0.5, ES <0.5).
Discussion
This study aimed to investigate the effects of running velocity on spatiotemporal parameters and step variability in amateur endurance runners, as well as to determine the sex influence on those spatiotemporal adaptations experienced during an incremental running test (10-16 km/h). The current work provides a detailed description of spatiotemporal parameters dynamics over a range of common training velocities in a meaningful sample (n = 97) of amateur male and female endurance runners. As running velocity increased, CT decreased (1-6%), FT and SL increased (10-34% and 6-8% [8-51% if SLnormalized is considered], respectively), and SF and SA were greater (1.5-2% and 10-60%, respectively). Moreover, step variability was dependent on running velocity, with five out of six parameters (CT, FT, SL, SLnormalized and SA) altered with increased velocity. Regarding the sex comparison, females showed shorter CT than males at every velocity tested, shorter SL and SLnormalized at velocities ≥14 km/h, and higher SF, with no differences in the SA. Likewise, between-sex differences were found in step variability at 15-16 km/h, with males showing greater step variability than females in each parameter. Table 3 Descriptive values and association observed for the within-participant standard deviation (SD) of the spatiotemporal parameters (CT, FT, SL, SF and SA) The results obtained in the current study reinforce previous studies´ findings regarding spatiotemporal adaptations with increased running velocity. A previous study showed that an increase of 2 km/h in running speed increased SF (~7 step/min), SL (~0.3 m), and decreased CT (~0.02 ms), independently of the type of the foot strike pattern (Ogueta-Alday et al., 2014) . It seems clear that to run faster, FT needs to be increased and CT needs to be decreased to aid repositioning the legs during running (Brughelli et al., 2010) . Based on that relationship, SF also needs to be increased to run faster (Morin et al., 2007) . It has also been suggested that SL increases linearly with running velocity up to 25 km/h (Brughelli et al., 2010) , which is in consonance with our findings (SL increased over the protocol up to 16 km/h). Of note, these changes are not important only in terms of athletic performance, but also from an injury point of view. Changes in spatiotemporal parameters during running may affect impact shock (Heiderscheit et al., 2011) which might be associated to risk of injury (Lenhart et al., 2014) , even though more research is clearly needed to highlight the relationship between running-related injuries and biomechanical risk factors (Ceyssens et al., 2019) .
As the information available on SA during running is limited, comparisons are difficult. However, Santos-Concejero et al. (2014) point to SA as an easily obtainable measure that reveals greater potential for running performance and economy than other biomechanical variables. The current study shows that the SA increases with an increased running velocity and this finding is in accordance with the results reported in previous studies (Roche-Seruendo et al., 2018; Santos-Concejero et al., 2014) . This adaptation may be a marker of the athlete's ability to efficiently maximize FT and minimize CT with effective energy transfer during ground contact. Greater SA would lead athletes to experience shorter CT, allowing better running economy (Santos-Concejero et al., 2014) . As indicated by a previous study (Santos-Concejero et al., 2014) , this phenomenon could be due to an early contraction of the muscles involved in the stride during the stance phase, leading the centre of mass to be projected forward with greater efficiency.
Whereas the influence of running velocity on spatiotemporal gait characteristics has been previously examined in the literature (Brughelli et al., 2010; Ogueta-Alday et al., 2014; Padulo et al., 2012; Roche-Seruendo et al., 2018) , the evidence about the influence of running velocity on step variability is limited. In this regard, an important consideration is the measure selected to examine step variability (i.e., within-participant SD). Since previous studies have used indistinctly the SD (Paquette et al., 2017) or coefficient of variation (Nakayama et al., 2010) , caution must be taken when comparing data between studies. According to a previous study (Jordan and Newell, 2008) , step variability seems to be speed-dependent, and current results provide support to that statement. In this context, and considering that step variability seems to be related to both injuries (Hamill et al., 2012; Meardon et al., 2011) and endurance performance (Nakayama et al., 2010) , further research is clearly needed to highlight the role of step variability in endurance running. The current work provides some insights into the dynamics of step variability with increasing running velocity, and it warns about the influence of running velocity on it.
Regarding sex comparisons, differences were reported in some spatiotemporal parameters and step variability. Females showed shorter CT than males at every velocity tested, shorter SL and SLnormalized at velocities ≥ 14 km/h, and higher SF, with no differences in the SA. Likewise, betweensex differences were found in step variability at 15-16 km/h, with males showing greater SD than females in each parameter. Only one previous study has directly examined sex-differences in spatiotemporal parameters during running (Roche-Seruendo et al., 2019) , although without a step variability comparison. The authors (Roche-Seruendo et al., 2019) examined the influence of sex and anthropometric characteristics of amateur endurance runners during running at a constant velocity (i.e., 12 km/h), with no between-sex differences found in spatiotemporal parameters. Even though the current finding seems to contrast with those of the aforementioned study, the results are actually consistent. Both works reported longer CT in males than in females (+0.11 s in the current study and +0.012 s in the aforementioned study, Roche-Seruendo et al., 2019) during running on a treadmill at 12 km/h. The lack of research covering this topic makes comparison difficult. Previous studies © Editorial Committee of Journal of Human Kinetics found no significant differences in the foot strike pattern in adult male and female endurance runners (Latorre-Román et al., 2015) , in 6-16 years old and 3-6 years old participants . However, the current study is the first one to address spatiotemporal differences between sexes. Moreover, while some studies did not normalize the spatiotemporal parameters according to the body size of runners (Sakaguchi et al., 2014) , others did (Roche-Seruendo et al., 2019; Takabayashi et al., 2017) . It is well-known that (and our data support it) female runners are generally smaller in body size than males (Roche-Seruendo et al., 2019) , which may affect the preferred movement patterns and spatiotemporal adaptations at increased running speeds. Considering the lack of evidence regarding the sex effect on spatiotemporal gait characteristics during running, the current study highlights the dynamics of traditional (i.e., CT, FT, SL and SF) and recently-incorporated parameters (SA and step variability) in both male and female endurance athletes by analyzing the differences.
Some limitations need to be addressed. First, the incremental running protocol considered running velocities up to 16 km/h, without information about faster running velocities. Nevertheless, the performance level of participants (amateur runners) did not allow to progress into higher running speeds, not without the risk of fatigue. Second, a biomechanical analysis including joint angles and kinetic variables was not possible. Third, the foot strike pattern was not controlled in this study. Rearfoot-, midfoot-and forefoot-strike runners may have different running biomechanics, thus potentially different response to increased running velocities. Notwithstanding these limitations, the current work provides a detailed description of spatiotemporal parameters response over a range of common velocities for training in a sample of 97 amateur endurance runners, considering the role of sex on these spatiotemporal adaptations. Today, many devices provide information, even real-time feedback, about spatiotemporal parameters during running. Having some values to compare with at common running velocities, and for both sexes, may be of interest for coaches and athletes.
In conclusion, increasing running velocity (10-16 km/h) makes CT shorter, FT and SL longer, and SF and SA greater in amateur endurance runners, inducing changes in step variability. Additionally, CT and SL were shorter, while FT and SF were greater in females, whereas step variability (SD in each spatiotemporal parameter at 15-16 km/h) was greater in males.
